Ii 


Report on the Competition of Play Production in Hindi 


By 


Suresh Awasthi 


ANGEET Natak Akademi organised a 

Competition of Play Production in Hindi 

from April 21, to May 7, 1959. In this Com- 
petition nine Hindi plays were presented by 
Groups from different parts of the country. 
It is noteworthy that three groups out of nine 
were from non-Hindi-speaking areas; and it is 
one out of these three (Anamika from Calcutta) 
which won the Akademi prize. The fact that 
the dramatic activity in Hindi is so extensive 
as to cover several non-Hindi-speaking areas 
is very significant and indicative of the 
development of a pan-Indian theatre. 


The competition while fulfilling the 
Akademi’s aim ‘“‘to give impetus to production 
of plays so as to emphasize the need for a live 
and dynamic theatre and create a healthy spirit 
of competition among the working groups”, 
brought to light broad features and contem- 
porary trends in production art, and showed 
the standards and values that are gradually 
emerging out of the great theatrical activity 
that has been released with the cultural 
reconstruction of the national life: It also 
showed deficiencies in various items and aspects 
of play production and indicated future course 
of our developmental work to raise the 
standards of play production and create the 
artistic values in greater conformity with the 
traditions and the genius of Indian theatre art. 


Although the general level of production 
during the competition failed to reach the 
standards that we have achieved during our 
serious work in the theatre for the last ten years 
or so, it showed that the theatre artists of 
various categories were struggling hard to 
resolve the conflict between the traditional and 
the contemporary theatrical values. Though 
these productions by the Groups belonging to 
different regions had their own individual 
patterns of. production and showed regional 
variations in an interesting way, there were 
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some common features and tendencies which 
have a wider character. It is on the basis of 
this impression that I would like to make 
some general observations in regard to the 
production practices and trends. 


‘The Play is the Thing’ 


Though it was a competition in the produc- 
tion and the script was not to be taken into 
consideration in judging the quality of the 
production, in actual practice it became 
difficult to seperate the two, because it was the 
play-quality that often determined the quality 
of the production. 


Most of the plays selected for production 
during the competition were attempts by the 
artistes or office-bearers of the various groups. 
Considerable number of such plays are being 
written today and they meet largely the 
demand of our play-houses and form the 
repertory of the Hindi stage. While this trend 
is a welcome one, the fact cannot be ignored 
that this has resulted in expelling the genuine 
playwright from the scene and he is continu- 
ously working outside his own legitimate sphere 
of activity—the theatre. Unless the playwright 
is welcomed back to his home—the theatre, the 
Indian drama and theatre cannot be lifted up. 


Most of these plays presented during the 
competition were poorly constructed out of 
insufficient and dramatically weak thematic 
material. There is general looseness in the play 
structure and the action is diffused with 
repeated digression from the main theme. The 
dramatic conflict is created by the most out 
dated devices, such as, the juxtaposition of 
sharply opposite characters, accidental happen- 
ings giving sudden and abrupt turns to the 
story, bringing in the characters in the dramatic 
scenes in an artificially planned way. 


There is a tendency to dwell on non- 
essential or secondary action, and make 
characters indulge in irrelevant and purpose- 
less talking. Many dialogues are put in the 
mouth of the characters standing in such 
situations where an exchange of few words can 
achieve better results; there is also dispropor- 
tionate allocation of dialogues to the characters. 

Playwrights are generally tempted to intro- 
duce number of type characters in their plays 
and depend on them solely for the success of 
their piece, with the result that the serious 
characters are neglected and their portrayal is 
weakened. Most of these plays though ap- 
parently reflect social consciousness and seem 
to tackle the current social problems in a 
serious manner, their motifs and approaches 
are sentimental and lack dramatic power. 


Direction 


It is now for the last decade or so that 
the director has come to stay in our theatrical 
life; and his status is constantly growing. On 
seeing the plays during the Competition, how 
ever, one has a feeling that his relationship 
with the playwright and the actors has not 
been clearly conceived and properly defined. 
There is an amount of vagueness about his 
functions and duties and he himself does not 
seem to be fully conscious of his significant 
role. 


There is also the feeling that our directors 
are not fully equipped for discharging their 
duties and creating new standards and patterns 
of production by integrating the western 
modern theatrical equipment and knowledge 
with the indigenous art material and traditions. 
They have a poor insight in dramatic literature 
and their ability to conceive and recreate 
dramatic situations and characters into terms 
of the theatre and in visual pictures is poor; 
and there is an element of confusion of 
mediums (film techniques often dominate their 
decisions) in their interpretative approaches. 


They are not able to take correct decision 
whether to stress or to minimise a particular 
dramatic situation; they show very poor sense 
of pruning and editing the dialogues; and they 
are not able to make minor changes in the 
situations by manipulating the entries and 
exits. Like the playwrights they are also 
tempted to dwell in the non-essential and 
secondary dramatic situations for farcical and 
melodramatic effects. 
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There is a general unevenness in the perfor- 
mance, with the result that some of the portions 
of the performance are under-developed and 
deficient while others seem to be overdone and 
exaggerated. There is also an element of loose- 
ness and disintegration in the performance as 
all the items of production are not coherently 
integrated under one uniform scheme with a 
central idea of production. 


The most common defect that was seen in 
the productions was the poor sense of pace and 
tempo of the play. The directors could not 
correctly decide about the tempo of their pro- 
ductions; and in many cases either the tempo 
was irritatingly slow or it varied from act to 
act without any justification and valid artistic 
reasons. 


Acting 


Acting in Hindi play productions after an 
uncertain period, when it was partly stylised 
and conventional and partly naturalistic, has 
now acquired a definite character and accepted 
naturalistic pattern for itself; and the general 
level is good. It was, however, a depressing 
experience that the productions of this Com- 
petition showed rather inferior standards of 
acting; and there seemed to be something 
basically wrong about many things in regard to 
the art of acting. The deficiencies of acting 
though differed from production to product:on, 
some general observations can safely be made 
to show the nature and the cause of these 
deficiencies. 


The first thing that strikes to the mind in 
this connection is that the acting of type 
characters is, in general, good; and the play- 
wrights as well as the directors scem to take 
more interest in developing the type characters, 
and depend for their success on them. This 
tendency on the part of the directors to 
emphasize the type characters naturally results 
in neglecting the more serious, subdued and 
dignified characters. It also renders the 
productions incoherent. 


The delivery of dialogues showed little 
sense of modulation and variety of tone; and 
the throw of voice was hopelessly poor and 
inadequate for theatrical purpose. The 
patterns of dialogue delivery and the musical 
composition of tone and pitch were not con- 
ceived in due regard to the requirements of the 
situations. Most of the characters were made 


to speak their dialogues in sentimental tones, 
seemed to talk in fixed grooves with no colour 
and variety. While the tragic characters made 
to speak their dialogues in an excited senti- 
mental way; the non-serious and comic 
characters speak in loud and exaggerated tones 
with extra and often crude jesticulation. 


The relationship between the mode of 
delivery and the jesticulation by the actors is 
very unsatisfactory, since there is total lack of 
cooperation and synchronization between the 
rhythm and phrasing of the dialogue given by 
the playwright and their mode of delivery as 
conceived by the directors and presented by 
the actors. Firstly, the playwright are not 
writing the dialogues with an eye on the 
movement of the actors on the stage, so as to 
create and mould their syntactical and rhyth- 
mical patterns in accordance with the move- 
ments, and secondly, our directors do not 
seem to realize the full significance of the 
relationship of the dramatic dialogue and the 
jesticulation of the players. 


This situation creates jarring gaps and 
the actors move and halt and strike poses to 
fill in these gaps without much sense and 
purpose. This situation is so much deteriora- 
ted that sometimes while the dialogue calls for 
an emotionally hightened jesticulation, the 
actors compensate the lack of jesticulation by 
exaggerating and shouting the dialogues; on 
the other hand, while the dialogue is a simple 
common place utterance and does not require 
any extra jesticulation other than the normal 
jesticulation of the daily life, the actors tend to 
exhibit highly theatrical gestures. 


These productions also showed that the 
movements of the characters on the stage and 
their groupings in many situations, mostly 
when the stage is filled with many actors, 
was not very artistic and pleasing. This sense 
of grouping on the stage while lacking in-taste 
and pictorial quality suffers from dramatic 
significance and effectiveness. The movement 
of the actors on the stage from one place to 
another, lifting and using of the stage proper- 
ties, and approaching a character present on 
the stage or withdrawing from him in some 
very intense situation while often being 
unconvincing, break the patterns of grouping. 


Apart from the movements and groupings 
of the actors on the stage their entries and 
exits are also weak and have an element of 
artificiality about them. Actors do not enter 


or go out with ease and naturalness. They 
come and join the characters already present 
on the stage as if by some physical force and 
not by the compulsion of the circumstances of 
the play; similarly they leave the stage as if 
they had come only to speak out their dialo- 
gues and their exit is not in any way related 
with the general story scheme of the play. 
These exits and entries looked fake in highly 
intense and serious dramatic situations. 


There is yet another point in this regard 
that our actors do not fully exploit the possibi- 
lities of pauses and silences on the stage. They 
seem to feel that their utility on the stage is 
only in continuously speaking or in moving 
about and displaying gestures. In many 
situations of emotional crisis our actors could 
not register significant and eloquent silences 
and put in more meaning in the situation than 
the cleverest delivery of a dialogue. 


This responsibility of not exploiting the 
dramatic silences fully has, however, to be 
shared by the director and the playwright as 
well. Most often the playwrights are guilty of 
putting. in dialogues in the mouth of the 
characters in such dramatic moments when 
silence can achieve much more than the 
lengthiest dramatic dialogue. The directors 
on their part do not cut down some of such 
non-essential dialogues and create opportunities 
for dramatic silences. 


Stagecraft 

The general practices and tendencies are : 
one, that our stage-designing is factually realis- 
tic (so much so that in one of the productions 
actual birds were brought on the stage and 
made to fly) and there is an emphasis on 
details; two, that very little creative and 
experimental work is being done in this aspect 
of theatrical production; three, that the stage- 
craft is gradually acquiring greater importance 
and diverting the attention of the directors 
from the play-material; four, that lighting is 
getting more attention as one of the elements 
of production, but its use is mostly for 
spectacular results; five, that the sound effects 
are often crude and loud projection of reality, 
and show a poor sense of timing and duration; 
and lastly, that all the elements of stagecraft 
are not integrated in an artistic way with a 
basic idea of the mode of production. 


These general. observations about the 
tendencies and practices in the various aspects 
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of our dramatic productions relate to the plays 
seen during this competition and they are 
based on factual data drawn from viewing all 
these plays. Specific references to the plays 
to illustrate these observations has been deli- 
berately avoided for two very practical reasons: 
one, that to illustrate a particular point 
references from all the plays-could not be 
covered in this report, and selected references 
would have created a wrong impression; and 
two, that in giving examples from various 
productions, most of my statements would have 
become repetitive. I, however, take the 
responsibility of explaining and justifying my 
opinions and conclusions with actual references 
from the productions, in case there are queries 
and questions from the artists of the Groups. 


In the end while greatly appreciating 
Akademi’s general planning of this Competi- 
tion, I would like to make a few suggestions 
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in this regard : 


(a) It would perhaps be better if such 
Competitions are held on zonal basis 
to facilitate the participation of 
maximum number of local groups and 
utilization of local talent ; 


(b) Standing of the participating groups 
should be more fully examined by a 
Zonal Sub-Committee created for plan- 

_ ning and organizing the Competition ; 


(c) plays to be staged should be submitted 
by the Groups several months in 
advance, and examined by a Central 
Sub-Committee ; 


(d) For a more educative value mutual 
discussions between the directors and 
the judges should be facilitated. 


